Abstract
Yet the keys to this effort were the resolution of the nuclear crisis and a North Korean commitment to reform. Rather than aid being extended in advance, the new administration's aid offer was a conditional one. The North responded to Vision 3000 with an unusual level of vitriol and the elaborate machinery of North-South relations developed during the previous two administrations ground to a halt.
In a speech to the new National Assembly on July 11, given only hours after the shooting of a South Korean tourist at the North's Mt. Kumgang resort, President Lee confirmed his overall strategy. He argued that the two summit declarations-and the extensive goodies promised in the October 2007 statement in particular-were subject to Pyongyang's compliance with all existing North-South agreements. These include the Basic Agreement of 1991 and the North-South agreement on denuclearization, which, as its name implies, calls for a complete, verifiable commitment to relinquish all nuclear ambitions.
Pyongyang responded by turning its back on Seoul and stepping up its diplomatic efforts with Washington. However, the controversies that marked the first year of the Lee administration should not be exaggerated; engagement is likely to resume. The South has strong interests to hedge against the risks of instability and collapse in the North, and the North, whatever its shortrun tactical maneuvering, will require South Korean support for the foreseeable future.
Famine Redux?
Beginning in spring 2008, North Korea experienced a recurrence of severe food shortages. In March, the United Nations estimated that the country was experiencing a 1.6 million metric ton grain shortfall. Although other estimates-including ours-come to less alarming conclusions, there can be little doubt that the balance between the demand and supply of grain in 2008 was at its most precarious point since the 1990s famine.
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The current cycle of distress can be traced to 2005. On the back of improving harvests and generous outside aid, the government attempted to ban the private trade in grain and revive the state-run Public Distribution System (PDS). The regime engaged in confiscatory seizures of grain in rural areas, and in parallel threatened to expel the World Food Program (WFP), resulting in a sharp reduction in multilateral food aid and the withdrawal of monitors outside the privileged capital.
More than two-thirds of the grain consumed in North Korea is produced locally, with aid accounting for most of the rest; commercial imports have been modest. Local production is highly dependent on fertilizer, much of which has been donated by South Korea in recent years. In early April Pyongyang defiantly announced that it would not seek aid from South Korea at all, turning to China for assistance. However, China, facing rising prices at home, restricted exports of grain and agricultural inputs as well. It would not be until May that North Korea was able to secure a commitment of up to 500,000 metric tons of grain aid from the United States. Negotiations over the aid package yielded some marginal improvements in monitoring, including more nongovernmental organization (NGO) and WFP staff on the ground outside Pyongyang, and increased freedom to make random visits to distribution centers. Aid began arriving at the end of June, but by October less than one-quarter of the total aid package had been delivered. In December, a dispute broke out publicly between the North Korean and US governments over North Korean adherence to the May monitoring protocol, and deliveries reportedly slowed to a trickle.
Due to weak harvests and insufficient commercial imports and aid, the PDS broke down, as documented by direct observation in June assessments done by the WFP and a consortium of American NGOs as part of the agreement with the United States. Households became more and more dependent on food purchased on the market, where prices were skyrocketing. Those without sufficient resources were forced to cut back or go without; reports of shortages even extended to military units.
The extent of distress in North Korea became highly politicized, particularly in South Korea. Those fearing a recurrence of famine underlined the importance of rapid humanitarian relief. Those more skeptical of North Korean claims-or seeking to squeeze concessions from Pyongyang-noted the circumstances that differentiated the current crisis from the previous one: a more rapid international response, the escape-valve of market activities, and at least some evidence of government concern.
Nonetheless, hunger-related deaths-possibly reaching the low tens of thousandsoccurred in 2008. The big unknown was the size of the fall harvest, which is subject to dispute. Early in the year, there was fodder for the optimists in official statements: The joint New Year's editorial-an overarching policy statement that constitutes an important set of tea leaves-emphasized economic themes and admitted that "there is no more urgent and important task than solving the problem of food." 2 Kim Jong-il's inspection visits-another indicator used to gauge the government's priorities-also emphasized economic sites to a much greater extent On the other hand, the food crisis brought out the regime's instinct for control and ambivalence toward reforms. In the countryside, the government sought to extract more resources from the already-stretched cooperatives. This effort was visible in increased production quotas-and even outright seizures of grain-and in campaigns against cooperative "corruption." Although corruption is no doubt a problem, such crackdowns often reflect an effort to stymie market-oriented activities or to limit coping mechanisms such as trade in grain by cooperatives or the leasing of private plots.
The government's ambivalence toward markets was also visible in its efforts to limit private commercial activities. These moves have included limitations on the use of telecommunications for business purposes and attempts to limit trading in the market, apparently to encourage workers to return to sanctioned activities at state-owned enterprises. The restrictions on trading activities sparked collective protests in the city of Chongjin in the spring and again over the summer: The markets constitute one of the few possible sites for collective action in the North Korean system. Government efforts at control are unlikely to be fully successful, but they have repeatedly disrupted the functioning of markets, including those for grain. Partly in response to these criticisms, the Bush administration upped the ante over verification and monitoring. In the July round of the Six Party Talks, the parties agreed in principle to establish a verification and monitoring mechanism as well as a more precise timetable that guaranteed that fuel oil assistance and disablement were taking place in parallel.
However, as criticism of the declaration mounted, the administration made removal of North
Korea from the list of state sponsors of terrorism contingent on an initial verification protocol. Given the personalistic nature of the North Korean political system, speculation about Kim Jongil's health is a staple of the intelligence community. Kim, 66, is known to have diabetes and heart problems. These concerns dominated the news when on September 9 Kim failed to attend the military parade for the celebration of the 60th anniversary of the country's founding. At that time he had not been seen in public for over three weeks. Despite bizarre speculations, such as the idea that Kim had been dead for some time and was being represented by doubles, intelligence from several sources converged on the theory that he had suffered a mild stroke in mid-August.
Despite reports that he had been seen in public-at a soccer match, inspecting a military unitthese reports were not accompanied by video or convincing photographic evidence, further fueling speculation.
There are three centers of power in the North Korean political system: the extended Kim family, the Korean Workers Party, and the military. Each appears riven by rivalries, and there is some evidence of coalitions across the groups. Most analysts expect some form of collective leadership to emerge, probably centered on the National Defense Commission, presumably spanning these three power centers. Whether collective leadership is sustainable in the long run is doubtful, however.
Given the dynastic nature of the succession from Kim Il-sung in 1994, much speculation has revolved around the prospects of Kim Jong-il's three sons. Born of different mothers, all have liabilities of various sorts, and none has undergone the lengthy grooming through key party and military positions that Kim Jong-il had by the time of his father's death. Other notable members of the extended family include Kim Ok, effectively Kim Jong-il's fourth wife and one of a handful of people believed to have unfettered access to him, and a brother-in-law, Jang Sung-taek. Jang fell out of favor in 2004 but was rehabilitated and has subsequently come to control powerful agencies that are likely to play a pivotal role in any transition: the Ministry of Public Security, the State Security Department, and prosecutors' offices.
None of these individuals enjoys the charisma or cult of personality that built around Kim
Il-sung or Kim Jong-il. If Kim Jong-il is incapacitated or dies, a plausible scenario would include a family figurehead such as Jang Sung-taek, but with a strong show of support from a core group of high-ranking military, party, and administrative personnel.
In the short run, the combination of political uncertainty and economic hardship will push the leadership to focus on consolidating political power within the state, party, army, and society as a whole. This will imply caution with respect to major policy initiatives, and a ratcheting up of repression. However, it is possible that the North Koreans could act provocatively to test the resolve of the incoming Obama administration and to keep the issue on Washington's agenda. A major shift in political or policy priorities is only likely to occur with a generational shift in the leadership, which could be several years away. The prospect that the current leadership will muddle through means that 2009, like 2008, will be characterized by continuing economic distress and turbulent nuclear negotiations.
